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A B S T R A C T   

The maritime sectors are suffering severe disruptions as a result of COVID-19. Maritime companies have turned 
to social media to interact with partners and clear up confusion. However, not every social media post receives 
the same engagement levels especially during a pandemic. For a more holistic analysis of social media 
engagement during a pandemic, the Protection Motivation Theory and classical theories such as user gratifica
tion and media richness theories were included. The research uses hierarchical regression analysis on informa
tion gathered from Facebook posts about COVID-19 made by eighteen different companies from four distinct 
maritime sectors. It was found that the rate of stakeholder engagement is highly influenced by informational, 
relational, and entertaining content as well as content that fosters self-efficacy, severity, and vulnerability. 
Additionally, the stakeholder engagement rate is greatly influenced by posts with greater vividness and fluency, 
which are characterized by providing external links. This is the first study to look into why stakeholders interact 
with posts linked to COVID-19 on social media. The findings will help maritime organisations use social media as 
a management and communication instrument.   

1. Introduction 

The outbreak of the Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) has led to 
over 400 million infections and over 5.2 million deaths globally as of 
December 6, 2021 (Hopkins, 2021). From an organisations' perspective, 
a crisis is defined as an incident that the management and stakeholders 
view to be extremely visible, unpredictable, and possibly disruptive 
(Bundy et al., 2017). Hence, COVID-19 is considered an organisational 
crisis because the spread of COVID-19 has led to devastating impacts, 
causing major operational disruptions to the maritime industry such as 
on matters concerning crewing (De Beukelaer, 2021), the supply of ships 
(UNCTAD, 2021a), port operations (UNCTAD, 2021b). Due to the global 
nature of the maritime industry, these devastating impacts of COVID-19 
have implicated a plethora of key players within the maritime industry, 
including ports, container liners, bulk shipping, and ship management 
organisations. 

Making matters worse, the hysteria surrounding the pandemic, 
exacerbated by fake news has heightened people's negative behavioural 
responses. This is due to the current social media (SM) landscape where 
misinformation and information overload constitute a substantial issue 
for organisations during the pandemic (Bermes, 2021). As a result, or
ganisations must track the issues more frequently and respond quickly to 

the development of the pandemic. Despite these reservations, the ben
efits of using SM as a communication tool remain indispensable, as it 
allows for connectivity with nearly 80 % of the global consumer market 
(López et al., 2017). This is critical for organisations within the maritime 
industry as the global nature of maritime trade necessitates such con
nectivity. Furthermore, SM allows organisations to control the conver
sation narratives and respond quickly to stakeholders' sentiments, 
avoiding speculation and rumours which can potentially tarnish a 
company's reputation (Fraustino et al., 2012). In this study, stakeholders 
refer to those who have a silent or legitimate interest in the organisation. 
This includes internal stakeholders such as employees and managers, as 
well as external stakeholders such as industry partners i.e., suppliers and 
customers, society, shareholders, and the government. Additionally, SM 
enables organisations to communicate messages to stakeholders that are 
more personal, authentic, and direct resulting in a more caring, con
cerned, and committed representation of the organisation. Therefore, 
using SM will reduce misinformation and confusion, allowing for more 
effective responses during the pandemic and potentially reducing the 
negative effects of the events e.g., business threats that could lead to 
financial distress or bankruptcies and shortening the recovery time 
(Mair et al., 2016; Ritchie and Jiang, 2019). 

However, SM's unparalleled speed and global reach as a 
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communication tool can be a double-edged sword. By the same token, 
SM can hinder the organisation's communications during the pandemic 
by rapidly spreading misinformation, if the communication is not 
executed correctly (Holmes and Whitney, 2011). Instead, appropriate 
communication requires clear, consistent, and unequivocal messaging to 
keep incorrect information from spreading and heightening the hysteria 
(De Waele et al., 2017), especially during a pandemic. The usage of SM 
for communication can also be challenging because of the varying de
grees of effectiveness in communications. This effectiveness is depen
dent on the posts' ability to garner substantial stakeholder engagement, 
where higher engagement levels such as ‘likes’, ‘shares’ or ‘comments’ 
increase the interaction and overall visibility of a post (Kang et al., 2021; 
Klassen et al., 2018), and the algorithm will subsequently promote the 
post to a wider network of stakeholders (Wagner et al., 2017). However, 
not all SM posts, in terms of content and characteristics, generate the 
same levels of stakeholder engagement (Schreiner et al., 2021), hence it 
is an apt time for to study which post contents and characteristics will 
engage stakeholders. This will be extremely useful to companies as they 
develop strategies to respond to the pandemic. 

While there is numerous existing literature that examines the effects 
of the various types of SM contents that influence higher stakeholder 
engagement rates (Denktaş-Şakar and Sürücü, 2020; Surucu-Balci et al., 
2020), these studies were limited to the evaluation of SM posts by 
organisation under usual business context. The existing literature has 
applied conventional communications theories such as the Users Grati
fication Theory (UGT) and the Media Richness Theory (MRT) to examine 
the effects on stakeholder engagement rates. However, the risks in the 
current COVID-19 pandemic may be catastrophic (Oxford, 2022), hence 
the characteristics of SM content types that would appeal to stake
holders under ordinary circumstances may differ significantly. In fact, 
the pandemic has vastly altered the lives of individuals and organisa
tions, shifting worldviews and societies as people developed defensive 
behaviours in response to the arousal of anxiety and fear towards 
COVID-19 (Coelho et al., 2020). These circumstances highlight the 
critical changes in aspects of daily life and the social fabric of stake
holders, which can alter their priorities, and consequently the types of 
information that would appeal to them during a pandemic (Laguna 
et al., 2020). To the best of the author's knowledge, there is currently 
little study on how organisations may promote stakeholder involvement 
in SM in the context of COVID-19. Hence, this study will investigate 
stakeholders' engagement with shipping companies' COVID-19-related 
content on SM. 

Additionally, with the existence of the circumstantial gap, there is a 
need to examine the types of content that would appeal to stakeholders 
in an event of a pandemic, which could benefit organisations in their 
response to the pandemic. This is an area that the conventional theories 
i.e., UGT and MRT do not address sufficiently. Hence, this study draws 
on Protection Motivation Theory (PMT), which is conventionally used to 
explain how people develop protection motivation against a health 
threat through coping and threat appraisals (Latkin et al., 2019; Sabz
makan et al., 2018). Accordingly, organisations could utilise positive 
and negative appeal eliciting messages which create an emotional 
response such as efficacy and fear. Such positive and negative emotional 
responses could raise the perceived coping and threat appraisals of 
stakeholders accordingly, which therefore creates a greater sense of 
motivation and urgency for them to engage with such SM content. 
Hence, PMT is essential in addressing SM engagement during the 
pandemic and this study will adopt these three theories i.e., UGT, MRT, 
and PMT to examine stakeholders' engagement with COVID-19-related 
content on shipping companies' SM. 

Hence, motivated by the UGT, MRT and PMT, the objective of this 
study is to determine the types of SM posts in relation to COVID-19, 
which could influence higher stakeholder engagement for the purpose 
of effective crisis management. It adds to the existing UGT and MRT 
literature by going beyond the understanding of individual stakeholders' 
motivations for SM usage and the typical operational design of media 

content. Instead, it provides a more comprehensive analysis by incor
porating concepts from the PMT allowing organisations to effectively 
harness SM as a management tool as opposed to a marketing commu
nications platform to drive stakeholder engagement. 

The rest of the paper is organised as follows. First, a model will be 
constructed by combining the concepts of UGT, MRT, and PMT, where a 
review of the current literature on these theories is conducted with 
respect to SM engagement. Thereafter, hypotheses were constructed. 
Subsequently, the stakeholder engagement rates were collected on 
specific Facebook pages of maritime organisations. Next, the data were 
analyzed, and hypotheses were tested using the linear regression hier
archical analysis. The results were presented and discussed. Lastly, 
conclusions are drawn and recommendations for future studies are 
considered. 

2. Literature review 

Stakeholder engagement refers to stakeholders' participation, and it 
is accomplished through an efficient communication strategy that pro
motes a symmetrical two-way dialogue between companies and stake
holders (De Luca et al., 2022). In recent years, driven by the quick 
growth of digital environments and a desire to forge personal connec
tions with customers, companies are using SM to drive stakeholder 
engagement (Eigenraam et al., 2018; Meire et al., 2019). Consequently, 
managing companies' SM posts is considered a stakeholder engagement 
marketing strategy and brand management metric (Rietveld et al., 2020) 
because appealing brand pages and frequently updated brand postings 
are required to keep stakeholders interested and forge long-term 
working relationships with them (Wagner et al., 2017). Hence, it is 
not easy to engage stakeholders online (Utami et al., 2022). To measure 
a stakeholder's level of commitment to a brand during a specific con
sumer/brand interaction i.e., digital engagement, many studies used 
metrics such as “likes”, “comments”, and “shares” that the SM post re
ceives (Kang et al., 2021; Onofrei et al., 2022; Vazquez, 2020; Yang 
et al., 2019). Yousaf et al. (2021) highlighted that stakeholders usually 
comment on SM posts to inquire about information or opinions. If the 
companies respond to these comments, there is a symmetrical two-way 
dialogue between companies and stakeholders i.e., stakeholder 
engagement and stakeholders will perceive the company to be interac
tive and feel encouraged to continue engaging and interacting with the 
brand (Bozkurt et al., 2021). Moreover, SM posts with information and 
suggestions also usually have higher shares and likes, leading to higher 
interaction (Yousaf et al., 2021). This indicates the post's communica
tion effectiveness and also higher user interaction will further the post 
distribution on SM as the algorithm will serve the post to other SM users 
with an interest in the area (Wagner et al., 2017). Overall, stakeholder 
engagement adds value to companies by fostering self-brand connection, 
positive customer sentiment, brand loyalty, brand usage intention, 
brand referrals, and competitive advantage (Brodie et al., 2011; Holle
beek et al., 2014; Hollebeek et al., 2021; Meire et al., 2019; Onofrei 
et al., 2022; Ting et al., 2021), which are important for companies to 
survive and thrive in their respective industries. 

This study adopts the Users Gratification Theory (UGT), Media 
Richness Theory (MRT), and Protection Motivation Theory (PMT) to 
determine the characteristics of different media types that would affect 
levels of engagement rates in SM. The assumptions, key variables, and 
application of each theory are presented in Table 1. 

UGT is a communications theory that assumes that audiences play an 
active rather than passive role in the consumption of media to meet their 
needs (Tafesse, 2016) and has been employed to explain how users of 
digital media behave in various contexts (Mainolfi et al., 2022). It is 
relevant in the context of SM because users have the autonomy to choose 
which accounts to “follow”, hence brands must align their posts' con
tents to the gratifications that stakeholders seek on SM. These gratifi
cations are in the form of information, entertainment, validation, and 
social connection (Tafesse, 2016; Wagner et al., 2017) and this study 
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argues that well-fulfilled gratification needs can lead to higher SM 
engagement. Dolan et al. (2016) categorised social media content into 
information, entertainment, and relational content and posited that they 
influence favorably and unfavorably valenced engagement behaviour. 
Similarly, this study will refer to the framework proposed by Dolan et al. 
(2016) to examine SM engagement behaviours during the pandemic. 

The purpose of communication, according to MRT, is to minimise 
uncertainty and ambiguity. According to this notion, different mediums 
have varying degrees of richness, where the richness of the medium is 
defined by the channel's ability to convey messages that communicate a 
varying amount of the message content. It is ranked in a hierarchy, with 
face-to-face communication being the richest, followed by video, voice, 
and text, and they can positively influence consumer engagement be
haviours (Schreiner et al., 2021). As a result of considerable uncertainty 
and ambiguity in the information distribution process, the higher the 
media richness, the more successful information dissemination (Daft 
et al., 1987). Likewise, the degree of richness affects the fluency of the 
message, which is a critical element in communication. Communica
tions should provide clear, consistent, and unequivocal messaging to 
reduce the effects of uncertainty, stress, and anxiety in crises (De Waele 
et al., 2017). By capitalizing on media-rich and interactive capability, 
companies can provide comprehensive brand experiences that satisfy 
consumers' innate desire for stimulation in the senses, emotions, and 
social life, leading to better responses from consumers (Tafesse, 2016). 
Hence, this study that media richness and its respective constructs i.e., 
the vividness of content and fluency of the message influences consumer 

engagement. 
Developed by Rogers (1975) to be a cognitive model of behaviour, 

the goal of PMT is to predict (or mediate) behaviour that is linked to 
one's health. According to PMT, people who face hazards will take more 
precautions to safeguard themselves (Van Nguyen and Nguyen, 2022), 
and it has been applied to examine people's responses to natural di
sasters and digital security breaches (Oakley et al., 2020). PMT has been 
applied to examine hotel stay intentions (Hsieh et al., 2021) and 
vaccination hesitancy (Van Nguyen and Nguyen, 2022) during the 
pandemic. It is also applicable to the context of this study because people 
look to social media for the latest updates on COVID-19, and shipping 
companies' messages eliciting negative or positive emotions can lead to 
greater stakeholder engagement. Hence, it is worthwhile to use PMT to 
examine stakeholders' protection motivation behaviours against health 
threats. 

Fig. 1 presents the theoretical model, which combines the UGT, MRT, 
and PMT to show their impact on the engagement rates of stakeholders. 

2.1. Users Gratification Theory (UGT) 

Fig. 1 shows the three main constructs of the UGT (i.e., informa
tional, entertaining, and relational contents), and how they influence 
the level of stakeholder engagement. The catergorisation is based on 
Dolan et al. (2016) who applied UGT and classified the constructs into 
informational, entertaining, and relational contents to discuss their in
fluence on social media engagement behaviours. 

2.1.1. Influence of informational content on stakeholder engagement 
In this study, informational content is defined as the extent to which 

SM material provides consumers with useful and resourceful knowledge 
that enables them to better understand the issue (Dolan et al., 2016; 
Rietveld et al., 2020). Based on past literature examining crises, infor
mation seeking and sharing are motivations for why SM followers and 
stakeholders use SM during a crisis such as natural disaster (Austin and 
Jin, 2016). Similarly, people may be encouraged to seek knowledge on 
severe problems that are spreading to obtain up-to-date information, 
such as the period of Cholera epidemics in Haiti (Sutter, 2010). 59 % of 
adult Americans (which constitutes 80 % of internet users) use social 
media to find health information (Fox, 2011), and this report suggests 
that people utilise online social tools to obtain information, exchange 
stories, and discuss issues. In the context of this study, the desire to seek 
company-related information in accordance with the developments of 
COVID-19 and how the company is managing the COVID-19 is consid
ered as a motivation for users. 

Examples of informational content in the context of this study 
include (1) celebratory news about the company's efforts against COVID- 
19 to strengthen its online presence on SM, (2) company news e.g., 
positive company information and the launch of new services in 
response to the pandemic (3) corporate social responsibility (CSR) news 
relating to COVID-19 so that shipping companies gain social legitimacy 
on SM (Bonsón and Ratkai, 2013a), and (4) post messages with a direct 
call-to-action (CTA) that prompts stakeholders to act on something such 
as reading up on news about COVID-19 by pressing on a link or inter
acting with other sources that they can attain additional information 
from or subscribing to the company's newsletters (Leek et al., 2019). 

H1a. Celebratory messages lead to higher stakeholder engagement. 

H1b. Company messages lead to higher stakeholder engagement. 

H1c. CSR messages lead to higher stakeholder engagement. 

H1d. Messages with CTA leads to higher stakeholder engagement. 

2.1.2. Influence of entertaining content on stakeholder engagement 
Entertaining content relates to how much enjoyment and entertain

ment people get from SM content, and its value stems from its ability to 
provide users with hedonic pleasure, escape, emotional release, and 

Table 1 
Description of theories.  

Theory 
characteristics 

UGT MRT PMT 

Assumptions Assumes that 
individual choices 
of media and 
content to meet 
personal 
requirements 
impact stakeholder 
engagement. 

Assumes that richer 
communication 
media have an 
impact on 
stakeholder 
engagement 
because richer 
media is often more 
effective than less 
rich media at 
communicating 
equivocal issues 

The development 
of protection 
motivation 
against COVID-19 
is dependent on 
threat and coping 
appraisal 
processes.  

Hence, adopted 
to understand the 
psychology of the 
development of 
threat and coping 
appraisal 
processes, 
relating to fear 
appeal and 
positive appeal 
eliciting 
messages 
respectively. 

Representative 
variables 

Informational, 
entertaining, and 
relational content 

High and low media 
richness, influenced 
by the level of 
vividness and 
fluency of the 
message; dependent 
on the usage of 
hashtags, external 
links, and word 
length 

Threat appraisal: 
Severity and 
Vulnerability.  

Coping appraisal: 
Self-efficacy and 
response efficacy 

Application to 
model 

Explains how 
individuals seek 
different forms of 
media to meet 
their own needs, 
and when needs 
are satisfied, it can 
lead to 
engagement. 

Expresses that since 
media vary from 
low to high 
richness, the 
affecting levels of 
equivocal message 
influence 
engagement. 

Explains how 
messages 
eliciting negative 
or positive 
emotions can lead 
to greater 
stakeholder 
engagement.  
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aesthetic pleasure (Dolan et al., 2016). The value of entertainment has 
been widely discussed in existing literature, with evidence presenting 
that entertaining advertisements drive positive attitudes towards 
advertisement (Taylor et al., 2011). Further, entertaining content such 
as video logs, story-telling, going behind-the-scenes, organised contests 
or challenges, and teambuilding events are shown to be important 
components in brand community participation (Raacke and Bonds- 
Raacke, 2008). Users may adopt humorous content more rapidly and 
share it, making postings with entertaining content more successful and 
engaging (Wagner et al., 2017). Hence the following hypothesis is 
proposed. 

H2. Entertaining content leads to higher stakeholder engagement. 

2.1.3. Influence of relational content on stakeholder engagement 
UGT's relational construct relates to consumers' requirements for 

social contact and their desire to obtain social benefits, which have been 
recognized as major motives for internet users. Gaining a sense of 
belonging, connecting with friends, family, and society, and seeking 
assistance are examples of such goals (Dolan et al., 2016). Users find the 
internet to be a safe place to express themselves, share their perspec
tives, and share their experiences. Motivations for social engagement 
include meeting fascinating people, obtaining peer support, and feeling 
like you belong to a group or brand (Dolan et al., 2016; Harrigan et al., 
2017). 

The social interactive element of SM posts is proven to influence 
engagement as suggested by Kusumasondjaja (2018) who found that 
interactive brand posts garnered more frequent responses than other 
informative message contents. The research also found that Facebook as 
a platform worked better for interactive entertainment posts with mixed 
appeals as they received the most responses on Facebook. The concept of 
relatable content can be understood through the psychological state of 
consumers' experiences, where the relationships with branded digital 

content may be transferable to sharing intentions (Carlson et al., 2018). 
Based on past literature on crisis, emotional support has also been 

found to be a motivation for SM followers to use SM in the event of a 
crisis (Austin and Jin, 2016). In the context of this study, organisations 
created relational content such as online quizzes or polls, open discus
sions, asking questions, sharing personal stories, sharing bite-sized tips, 
and showing solidarity support for individuals affected by COVID-19, 
which are examples of relational content that promotes social interac
tion among stakeholders. Hence, the following hypothesis has been 
constructed. 

H3. Relational content leads to higher stakeholder engagement. 

2.2. Media Richness Theory (MRT) 

2.2.1. Vividness of content influences stakeholder engagement 
MRT is applied to Social Networking Sites (SNS), where the term 

‘vividness’ has been used in brand communication studies. It determines 
the richness of the company's posts which stimulates the users' senses 
(Fortin and Dholakia, 2005). For example, the vividness of a video is 
greater compared to a photo as it stimulates sight and hearing (Viglia 
et al., 2018), and can lead to higher engagement (Yousaf et al., 2021). 
Therefore, H4 is proposed in Fig. 1. 

H4. Content with higher vividness leads to higher stakeholder 
engagement rates. 

2.2.2. Fluency of message influences stakeholder engagement 
SM posts can contain various forms of multimedia characteristics 

that can enhance the post's ability to convey its intended message con
tent. McShane et al. (2019) suggested that people favor fluent messages 
that make it easy to assimilate information because they are cognitively 
busy on social media. Hence the existence of hashtags, external links, 

Fig. 1. Proposed theoretical model.  
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and the length of each post are characteristics that enhance the mes
sage's fluency. The goal of utilizing hashtags is to stimulate stakeholder 
engagement. As supported by Hays et al. (2012), hashtags create an 
online community by enabling users to interact with other users. Thus, 
H5 to H7 is proposed in Fig. 1. 

Further, using hashtags improves the discoverability of a post (Hays 
et al., 2012), leading to the maximisation of engagement rates (Tiago 
et al., 2017). In parallel to this argument, Celuch (2021) examined how 
hashtags influenced engagement, but uncovered that the length of 
hashtags had a greater influence on users' engagement on Instagram. 
This is further supported by Dodson (2016) who claims shorter messages 
had greater user engagement. Hence, the following hypotheses are 
created. 

H5. Content that includes hashtags or tagging others would lead to 
higher stakeholder engagement. 

H6. Content that includes external links leads to higher stakeholder 
engagement. 

H7. Posts with a shorter word length leads to higher stakeholder 
engagement. 

2.3. Protection Motivation Theory (PMT) 

PMT is a widely used framework in health-related literature to study 
the intentions and behaviours in the adoption of health-protective be
haviours. PMT assumes that such adoption of protective behaviours 
against a health threat is dependent on the two distinct cognitive pro
cesses - coping and threat appraisal. 

Threat appraisal relates to how threatened an individual feels with 
regard to the threat. Perceived severity and perceived vulnerability are 
two aspects of this belief that appraises threat. Perceived severity relates 
to a consumer's belief of the severity of the consequences of the threat 
whereas perceived vulnerability relates to the consumer's belief of sus
ceptibility to the threat. 

Coping appraisal relates to an individual's evaluation of several 
factors that are likely to ensure that one engages in health-protective 
behaviour. In which, self-efficacy and response efficacy are factors 
that affect coping appraisal. Self-efficacy deals with the belief that one 
has the capabilities to engage in protective behaviour in response to a 
threat. On the other hand, response efficacy relates to the belief that 
engagement with protective behaviour will reduce the threat. As such, 
the usage of PMT is widely accepted in health communications to pre
vent and discourage certain unhealthy behaviours such as tobacco use 
(Sabzmakan et al., 2018) and drug and alcohol abuse-related studies 
(Latkin et al., 2019). 

However, PMT can also be used in other fields relating to commu
nications and advertising to elucidate how people handle and make 
decisions under unpleasant or stressful life circumstances, such as a 
crisis. For instance, the rise in the number of major cyber-attacks in 
recent years has prompted studies towards the adoption of cyber secu
rity protection by firms, to reduce the threat of cyber-attacks (Stieglitz 
and Dang-Xuan, 2013). 

Similarly, since the COVID-19 pandemic is a crisis, PMT can also be 
used to explain the individual's decision-making processes. Hence, in the 
application of this theory, this study proposes that people engage with 
posts that elicit high degrees of threat or efficacy. Incorporating a high 
degree of threat in messages is a form of negative appeal that creates 
negative emotional arousal such as fear and anxiety which could 
generate a sense of urgency for action to respond to the content, leading 
to stakeholder engagement. Similarly, content eliciting a high degree of 
efficacy such as confidence can be viewed as a form of positive appeal 
which motivates people to engage with the content, leading to stake
holder engagement. The former type of negative appeal eliciting mes
sages focuses on raising the perceived threat level whereas the latter 
type of positive appeal eliciting messages focuses on raising the efficacy 

level. 

2.3.1. Influence of positive appeal messages on stakeholder engagement 
The application of positive appeal messaging is originally used in 

brand advertising to alleviate a person's anxiety and stresses about 
buying a product or service (Casais and Proença, 2021). The creation of 
positive appealing messages is achieved by describing the direct benefits 
as an incentive, known as gain-framed messaging. The effectiveness and 
preferences for positive appeal messages are well supported in existing 
communications and advertising literature (Mensa and Vargas-Bianchi, 
2020). In this study, the effects of positive appeal messages can result in 
the subsequent generation of positive emotions which raises the coping 
appraisal of individual stakeholders, boosting their confidence and ef
ficacy which are important emotional coping mechanisms under highly 
stressful and uncertain circumstances (Fredrickson, 2001). Positive 
emotional appeal messages have also been shown to receive support 
from the affected public in a crisis (Mayer, 2002). As well, existing 
literature such as Casais and Proença (2021) is consistent in supporting 
that positive appeal messages are effective in social marketing. There
fore, the positive emotional appeal aspect of self-efficacy and response 
efficacy eliciting messages on SM is effective in inducing stakeholder 
engagement response in a COVID-19 crisis. Thus, based on the above 
discussions, the following hypotheses are proposed: 

H8a. Messages eliciting high self-efficacy influences stakeholder 
engagement. 

H8b. Messages eliciting high response efficacy influences stakeholder 
engagement. 

2.3.2. Influence of negative appeal messages on stakeholder engagement 
Similar to the concept of positive appeal, the application of negative 

appeal messaging is commonly used in social marketing and advertising 
as a persuasive strategy that plays upon the consumers' anxieties and 
stresses on what they would lose by not purchasing a product or service 
(Casais and Proença, 2021). The creation of negative appealing mes
sages is achieved by describing the losses of certain behaviours, known 
as loss-framed messaging. In this study, the effects of negative appeal 
messages could also generate a negative emotional response such as 
discomfort, panic, remorse, or shame that leads to the incentivization of 
certain behavioural changes. This arousal of negative emotional re
sponses could raise the threat appraisal of individual stakeholders, 
through their perceptions of higher severity and vulnerability towards 
the threat of COVID-19. Numerous existing literature such as Zheng 
(2020), supports this theory that negative emotional appeal messages 
are effective in generating a response in social marketing. Therefore, the 
negative appeal aspects of severity and vulnerability eliciting messages 
on SM are effective in inducing stakeholder engagement response in a 
COVID-19 crisis. 

H9a. Messages eliciting severity have a positive impact on stakeholder 
engagement. 

H9b. Messages eliciting vulnerability have a positive impact on 
stakeholder engagement. 

3. Methodology 

This paper has examined three theories i.e., UGT, MRT, and PMT, 
and hierarchical regression is utilised to test out the theories in a step
wise fashion. The purpose is to introduce variables from theories that 
have been well established in the literature (i.e., UGT & MRT), before 
introducing variables from PMT which is the novelty of this study. This 
method of introducing the variables into the regression model shows 
whether the new theory (i.e., PMT) complements classical theories (i.e., 
UGT and MRT) in explaining stakeholder engagement. This section ex
plains the sampling, data collection, and the variables used in the 
analysis and method used. 
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3.1. Sampling and data collection 

In today's SM landscape, there exist numerous SM platforms, for 
example, Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn. However, Facebook as a 
platform was chosen for this study, as it is the most influential SM 
platform today. It has over 2 billion active users, while Twitter and 
LinkedIn have just 206 million and 690 million respectively. Facebook's 
global reach allows businesses the potential to reach over 25 % of the 
world's population (Leighton, 2021), and is still the most widely used SM 
platform for B2B and B2C marketers worldwide (Stelzner, 2018). 

This study focuses on several sectors within the maritime industry 
that have been severely impacted by the pandemic as they are heavily 
dependent on the labour of ‘key workers’ such as seafarers and port 
workers. The term ‘key workers’ is used during the pandemic to define 
employees who are providing “essential services”. This study's sample 
included companies from container and bulk shipping, ports, and ship 
management sectors. The top 5 companies within these sectors were 
selected as representative of the types of content posted on SM during 
COVID-19. However, the Top 5 Container Liners excluded companies 
without official Facebook pages, the next company in-line was used. 
Only three Dry Bulk companies were chosen as the rest were deemed 
unsuitable for data collection, they either did not have an official 
Facebook page, were inactive, or had less than five COVID-19-related 
posts in a year. As for the port sector, many Chinese ports that did not 
have an account were excluded, other ports like Antwerp and Rotterdam 
had a significant number of posts in languages other than English, hence 
were also excluded, and the next in rank was used. The Facebook posts 
from these 18 companies were manually collected from the period of 1st 
January 2020 to 31st July 2021. To filter out all the posts relating to 
COVID-19, all the posts made by companies were searched using the 
keywords such as “COVID-19”, “Pandemic”, and “Corona”. 431 posts 
were gathered in total, and the breakdown of posts collected from 
container liners, dry bulk companies, ship management companies, and 
ports is shown in Table 2. 

Among the container liners, 18 Facebook posts from Mediterranean 
Shipping Co, 66 posts from Maersk, 7 posts from COSCO, 26 posts from 
CMA CGM, and 20 posts from Hapag-Lloyd were collected and analyzed. 
Next, the Facebook posts from dry bulk companies i.e., Norden, Pacific 
Basin, and Eagle Bulk were also collected. This consists of 8 posts from 
Norden, 8 posts from Pacific Basin, and 10 from Eagle Bulk. Among the 
ship management companies, 37 were from Anglo-eastern management, 
66 from V.ships, 26 from Fleet management, 50 from BSM, and 19 from 
Columbia ship management. Lastly, Facebook posts of ports were also 
collected. 34 posts from the port of Singapore were analyzed, as well as 
14 from the port of Dubai, 10 from the port of LA, 5 from the port of 
Hamburg, and 7 from the port of Tanjong Pelepas. 

3.2. Data coding 

3.2.1. Independent variables 
A total of seven independent variables were used to measure the 

constructs of UGT i.e., informational, entertaining, and relational con
tents derived from Dolan et al. (2016). There are five measures for 
informational content type consisting of “Celebratory news”, “Company 
news”, “CSR news” and “CTA” with the addition of information sources. 
Where, “Celebratory news” relates to news that honours the achieve
ment of results or performances during the pandemic despite the chal
lenges faced e.g., social distancing, isolation measures, and market 
volatility, “Company news” relates to any information regarding the 
company's activities, functions, or services in response to the pandemic, 
“CSR news” relates any activities of charitable nature for societal good 
and “CTA” represents posts that had a direct call-to-action and included 
additional informational sources. 

All the variables were coded according to two categories, yes for 
those that had such content and no for those that did not have such 
content. CTA posts were coded as yes when it had phrases such as “Click 

here for more information”, “Read more here”, “Find out more infor
mation here”, or when the post either provided a link or stated the 
source for the additional information. Entertaining content provides 
social media users with fun, hedonic pleasure, escapism, emotional 
release and aesthetic enjoyment (Dolan et al., 2016). Hence, enter
taining company-curated content such as video logs, organised compe
titions, and teambuilding events that feature employees participating 
may pique social media users' curiosity and interest because they may 
find these contents entertaining. Relational content facilitates two-way 
interactions that allow the company and stakeholders to form a bond. 
This requires interaction and can be conducted through online quizzes 
or polls, discussion forums, or other posts pledging solidarity and sup
port to those affected by COVID-19. 

The MRT construct that measures the fluency of a message consists of 
four independent variables, vividness, hashtag usage, external link, and 
word length. Vividness level consists of three categories, “low” level 
representing a post with only texts, “medium” level for posts with at 
least one image, and “high” level for posts that includes a video or gif 
were coded as high vividness. The “word length” of a post is a metric 
variable, where the number of words in each post was measured. 
“Hashtag” usage is another categorical variable with two outcomes (i.e. 
yes or no). The inclusion of “external links” in posts was also coded 
under “yes” for posts that were embedded with a link and “no” for those 
without it. 

Table 2 
Selected companies by sector and their respective number of followers.   

Number of followers (as of 
14th September 2022) 

Facebook posts 
analyzed  

Container linersa 

Mediterranean Shipping Co  52,692  18 
APM- Maersk  3,077,265  66 
COSCO Group  29,973  7 
CMA CGM Group  173,387  26 
Hapag-Lloyd  130,807  20   

Dry Bulk Companiesb 

DS Norden  14,032  8 
Pacific Basin  10,925  8 
Eagle Bulk  4409  10   

Ship Management Companiesc 

Anglo-eastern Management  18,501  37 
V.ships Group  33,310  66 
Fleet Management  8852  26 
Bernhard Schulte 

Shipmanagement (BSM)  
6962  50 

Columbia Shipmanagement  21,775  19   

Portsd 

Port of Singapore  20,527  34 
Port of Dubai  405,727  14 
Port of LA  36,125  10 
Port of Hamburg  479  5 
Port of Tanjong Pelapas  17,140  7  

a The top 5 Containers Liners were based on The Alphaliners Top 100 list as of 
2021, measurements were based on the total number of twenty-foot equivalent 
units (TEUs) on the Trans-Atlantic, Trans-Pacific, and Fareast-Europe trades in a 
year (Alphaliner, 2021). 

b The top 5 Dry Bulk companies were based on The Vesselindex Performance 
Report which measures the Time Charter Equivalent (TCE) performance of Dry 
Bulk companies according to the earning potential of existing fleets (Hellen
icShipping, 2021). 

c The top 5 Ship Management Companies were based on The Lloyd's List Top 
10 ship managers 2021, measurements were based on the full technical man
agement, fleet size, and the number of crew (Lloyd'sList, 2021b). 

d The top 5 Ports were based on Lloyd's List of Top 100 ports as of 2021 and 
measurements were based on the total number of TEUs handled in a year 
(Lloyd'sList, 2021a). 

L.Y. Koh et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   



Technological Forecasting & Social Change 192 (2023) 122553

7

There are four independent variables under PMT; self-efficacy, 
response efficacy, severity, and vulnerability. The categorisation of 
PMT variables was individually assessed and identified through under
standing the factors that affect positive and negative appeal messaging 
in the respective coping and threat appraisal process,  

(1) Self-efficacy according to Bandura (1977), has four informational 
sources from which a person strives to determine the effective
ness of their actions: performance outcomes, vicarious experi
ences, verbal persuasion, and phycological feedback. Hence, 
keywords that elicit the meaning of ‘efficacy’ which increases the 
competency in performance outcomes are listed in Table 3. 
Similarly, shared experience of ‘success’ drives self-efficacy, and 
keywords that elicit the meaning of ‘success’ were identified. 
Verbal persuasion by encouragement directly affects self-efficacy 
hence keywords that elicit the meaning of ‘encouragement’ were 
identified. Lastly, since positive emotional arousal caused by 
psychological feedback increases self-efficacy, keywords that 
elicit the meaning of ‘positive’ were identified. 

(2) Response efficacy in the case of COVID-19, relates to the effec
tiveness of the WHO recommended protective measures against 
the spread of COVID-19, namely, the wearing of facial masks, 
maintaining personal hygiene, social distancing, and getting 
COVID-19 vaccinations (WHO, 2020). Hence, posts eliciting 
response efficacy towards COVID-19 were identified by using 
keywords that promote the use of COVID-19 protective measures, 
with direct mentions of such measures. The keywords are listed in 
Table 3.  

(3) Severity refers to the degree of consequences for an individual for 
not exhibiting the protective measures against COVID-19. Here, 
such consequences could relate to the degree of harm to an in
dividual or the company. This is linked to the effects of negative 
appeal messages discussed previously. Further, posts that em
phasises on the degree of severity or negative consequences of the 
pandemic heighten the perception of severity. Hence, posts that 
elicit high severity are identified through the keywords listed in 
Table 3. 

Additionally, posts that reported the number of COVID-19-related 
deaths also elicit a high perception of severity as it sparks fear. 
COVID-19 is commonly mild and self-limiting but can be severe and 
fatal. In severe cases, patients require hospitalisation, and supportive 
care such as oxygen, ventilators, and respirators (WHO, 2022) were 
listed in Table 3.  

(4) Vulnerability refers to an individual's belief in the susceptibility 
to contracting COVID-19. The frequency and speed of COVID-19 
cases are used to gauge exposure risk (Cartaxo et al., 2021). 
Hence, the identification of posts eliciting vulnerability included 
those which mention case numbers. Keywords used in the iden
tification process conveyed the meaning of ‘vulnerability’ 
relating to the susceptibility, or the ease of being transmitted. 
Keywords are presented in Table 3. 

To the best of the authors' knowledge, there were no journal papers 
that can be referred to for the keywords as PMT is a new theory. Hence, 
the keywords were defined based on the authors' judgment and face 
validity. The list of keywords was identified using the Thesaurus Dic
tionary to include the synonyms. Two authors discussed the keywords to 
ensure consensus. If there were differences, the third author will decide 
whether to add the keyword to the pool. Additionally, if new potential 
keywords are found while analysing the posts and they are not in our 
pool, the authors will discuss them again and decide whether that 
keyword should be added to the pool. The keywords for each variable 
are presented in Table 3. The measurement of independent variables was 
performed manually, and all authors participated in the evaluation of 
the 431 Facebook posts. The posts were evaluated by two authors 
independently and subsequently cross-validated. If there are differences 
in the evaluations, the third author will evaluate and decide which is 
better. 

3.2.1.1. Measurement of PMT variables. PMT variables are metric vari
ables, as some identified posts contained more than one keyword. 
Moreover, since word length is suggested to affect stakeholder engage
ment, a formula was derived which expresses the number of keywords 
present in the posts as a fraction of the total number of words in the post. 
The resultant value would represent the self-efficacy, response efficacy, 
severity, and vulnerability scores, leading to engagement. 

PMT score =
Number of keywords

Total word length of post  

3.2.2. Dependent variables 
The dependent variable in the regression analysis is the stakeholder 

engagement rate. A formula that was derived by Bonsón and Ratkai 
(2013b) and Bonsón et al. (2016) was used to calculate the stakeholder 
engagement rate for Facebook. As shown in Table 4, the number of in
teractions which are “likes”, “comments” and “shares” are needed for 
the calculation of the engagement rate. Hence for each post, the 
respective number of “likes”, “comments” and “shares” were collected. 

After collecting the data on the number of likes, shares, and com
ments the average number of likes per post (P1), the average number of 
comments per post (C1), and the average number of shares per post (V1), 
were collected accordingly. P1 was derived by dividing the total likes by 

Table 3 
PMT variables influencing engagement.  

Variables Keywords  

(1) Self-efficacy  
a. Efficacy  Adequate, Adequacy, Ability, Able, Capability, Capacity, 

Capableness, Competent, Competence, Compelling, Useful, 
Helpful, Positive, Powerful, Potency, Valid, Effectual, 
Efficacious, Effective, Effectiveness, Strength, Success, 
Sufficiency  

b. Success Accomplishment, Achievement, Advance, Benefit, Boom, 
Gain, Progress, Realisation, Triumph, Victory, win, 
Attainment, Successfulness  

c. Encouragement Assistance, Cheer, Comfort, Confidence, Consolation, 
Incentive, Inspiration, Optimism, Reassurance, Reassuring, 
Relief, Relieving, Reward, Stimulation, Stimulus, Advance, 
Aid, Boost, Helpfulness, Hope, Supporting, Consoling,  

d. Positive Clear, Conclusive, Decisive, Direct, Specific, Absolute, 
Affirmative, Concrete, Firm, Perfect, Actual, Inarguable, 
Happiness, Real, Restore, Undeniable  

(2) Response 
efficacy 

Face masks, Facial Masks, Masks, Surgical Masks, N95 
respirators, Face shields, Barrier Face Coverings, wash hands, 
washed, hand washing, Gloves, Personal Protective Effective 
(PPE), hygiene, hygienic, clean, social distancing, physical 
distancing, keep a safe distance, safe distancing, work-from- 
home, stay home, vaccination, vaccines, booster, Pfizer- 
BioNTech, Moderna, medicine, get vaccinated, well- 
ventilated spaces, protects you, precautioned measures  

(3) Severity Harsh, Harshness, Serious, Severe, Strenuous, Escalating, 
Grave, Hard, Arduous, Tough, Challenging, Demanding, 
Difficile, Burdensome, Crucial, Critical, Problematic, 
Laborious, Onerous, Troublesome, Exhausting, Uphill, 
Painful, Punishing, Taxing, Gruelling, Exacting, Rigorous, 
Trying, Painstaking, Unsparing, Problem, Upstream, 
Wearisome, Immense, Toilsome, Operose, Death rate, 
Mortality rate, Hospitalisation, Fatality, Oxygen, Ventilator, 
Respirators  

(4) Vulnerability Susceptibility, Susceptible, Communicable, Contagious, 
Defenceless, Exposed, Unprotected, Unsafe, Weak, 
Assailable, Helpless, Unarmed, Endangered, Infectious, 
Infective, Virulent, Transferable, Transmittable, 
Transmission, Vitiating, Proliferation, Public Health 
Emergency, Case numbers, Newly infected cases  
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the total number of posts. The same calculation was made for the 
comments (C1) and shares (V1). After deriving P1, C1, and V1, the 
average number of likes post per 1000 (P2), the average number of comments 
per 1000 (C2), and the average number of share per 1000 (V3) were 
calculated. P2 was calculated by dividing the P2 and the number of 
followers and then multiplying the value by 1000. This mitigates the 
instances that engagement rates may be affected by the difference in the 
number of followers for different companies. The same calculation was 
made for comments (C2) and shares (V2). Lastly, the stakeholder 
engagement rate was derived by summing up the values of P2, C2, and 
V2. 

4. Results and discussion 

In hierarchical regression, predictors are chosen based on previous 
work and the researchers would decide the order in which the predictors 
are entered into the model. The known predictors in order of their 
importance in predicting the outcome go first. Once the known pre
dictors have been added, new predictors can be added to the model 
either all at one go or in a stepwise manner (hierarchically) (Field, 
2013). 

Specifically, hierarchical regression modelling is used in this study to 
test the complementarity of the three theories used, such that each 
theory can improve the explanatory power of stakeholder engagement. 
It involves a systematic, stepwise entry of the independent variables into 
the regression model. 

To systematically test the hypotheses in this work, three models were 
expanded. Consequently, the models' statistical equations are, 

Model 1 : Stakeholder Engagement = b0 + biUGTi + ei i = 1,…., 431 (1)  

Model 2 : Stakeholder Engagement = b0 + biUGTi + biiMRTi + ei i

= 1,…., 431 (2)  

Model 3 : Stakeholder Engagement

= b0 + biUGTi + biiMRTi + biiiPMTi + ei i = 1,…, 431 (3)  

where subscript i represents the ith observation, b0 is the regression 
constant, bi, bii and biii is the regression coefficient and e is the residual, 

UGTi = [‘Celebratory’‘Company’‘CSR’‘CTA’‘Entertaining’‘Relational’]

MRTi = [‘Vividness’‘External link’‘Hashtag’‘Word length’]

PMTi = [‘Self − efficacy’‘Response efficacy’‘Severity’‘Vulnerability’]

The purpose of Model 1 seeks to understand a user's motivations to 
use SM based on their needs for different types of content. It comprises 
variables that are included in the UGT framework, where informational 
content included ‘Celebratory’, ‘Company’, ‘CSR’, and ‘CTA’, and the 
remaining are ‘Entertaining’ and ‘Relational’ content. These are re
flected by H1a, H1b, H1c, H1d, H2, and H3. 

Model 2 extends Model 1 by including an additional four core vari
ables that influence the fluency of the message, as explained by the 
concept of the MRT. These variables in MRT consist of ‘Vividness’, 
‘Hashtags’, ‘External links’, and ‘Word length’ which is reflected by H4, 
H5, H6, and H7. 

Finally, Model 3 extends Model 2 by including four PMT variables, 
‘Self-efficacy’, ‘Response efficacy’, ‘Severity’, and ‘Vulnerability’ which 
will assess the role of negative and positive appeal messages leading to 
stakeholder engagement in a crisis event such as the COVID-19 
pandemic. The purpose of Model 3 is to test the hypothesis; H8a, H8b, 
H9a, and H9b. 

Table 5 presents the results generated by the hierarchical regression 
analysis. Model 1 shows that the UGT variables accounted for 11 % 
(
R2 = 0.112

)
of the variance in the stakeholder engagement rate. 

Comparing Model 1 and Model 2, whereby the former is nested in the 
latter, the inclusion of the MRT variables ‘Vividness’, ‘Hashtags’, 
‘External links’, and ‘Word length’ significantly increases the explained 
variance of the stakeholder engagement (ΔF = 7.022, p < 0.01). 
Therefore, Model 2 is accepted. Collectively, the variables of Model 2 
accounted for 17 % (R2 = 0.168) of the variance in the stakeholder 
engagement rate. Similarly, the inclusion of PMT variables of ‘Self-ef
ficacy’, ‘Response efficacy’, ‘Severity’, and ‘Vulnerability’ significantly 
increase the explained variance of the stakeholder engagement (ΔF =

5.367,p < 0.01). Hence, we finally arrive at Model 3 being the best. The 
addition of the four PMT variables in Model 3 increases the R2 of 
stakeholder engagement by 0.04 to 0.209. The change in F-value (ΔF) is 
significant (p < 0.00) which indicates a significant increase in the 
explained variance of the stakeholder engagement. 

The R2 value for all three models 1, 2, and 3 are found to be 0.112, 
0.168, and 0.209 respectively, which indicates an overall “medium” 
effect size towards stakeholder engagement in the field of Social Sci
ences. According to Cohen (1992), where the power of a statistical test 
was examined by the effect size based on the derived R2 value, he sug
gested that the R2 values of 0.02, 0.13 and 0.26 indicates small, medium 
and large effect sizes respectively. Hence, applying Cohen's standard of 
interpretation, the R2 value of 0.209 indicates a medium effect size 
which is an acceptable effect size in the research field of behavioural 
sciences. 

According to Table 5, on the effects of the UGT variables in Model 1, 
‘Celebratory’ (b1 = 0.173, p < 0.05), ‘Company’ (b2 = 0.231, p < 0.05), 
‘CTA’ (b4 = 0.234, p < 0.05) and ‘Relational’ (b6 = 0.229, p < 0.05) 
variables were positive and have a significant effect on stakeholder 
engagement. Hence H1a, H1b, H1d, and H3 are accepted. ‘CSR’ (b3 =

0.046, p > 0.05) and ‘Entertaining’ (b5 = 0.051, p > 0.05) variables are 
positive but had no significant effect on stakeholder engagement. Hence 
H1c and H2 are rejected. 

The findings demonstrated that higher stakeholder engagement via 
SM is affected by most factors under UGT. Informational content relating 
to ‘Celebratory’, ‘Company’, ‘CSR’, and providing ‘CTA’ content led to 
higher stakeholder engagement rates. ‘Relational’ content also influ
enced higher stakeholder engagement rates. Since three out of four of 
the components of informational content, excluding ‘CSR’, had a posi
tive influence on engagement, it illustrates that informational and 
relational content types do have a stronger influence on stakeholder 
engagement, which is consistent with the findings of Dolan et al. (2015) 
which states that resourceful or helpful information and interactive 
content are key gratifications for users seeking to consume media 
services. 

Under the UGT, both ‘CSR’ and ‘Entertaining’ content did not have a 

Table 4 
Formulas used in the calculation of stakeholder engagement rate.  

Name Formula Measures 

Popularity 
P1 Total likes / total number of posts Average number of likes per post 
P2 (P1 / number of followers) ×

1000 
Average number of likes post per 
1000  

Commitment 
C1 Total comments / total number of 

posts 
Average number of comments per 
post 

C2 (C1 / number of followers) ×
1000 

Average number of comments post 
per 1000  

Virality 
V1 Total shares / total number of 

posts 
Average number of shares per post 

V2 (V1 / number of followers) ×
1000 

Average number of shares post per 
1000 

Resource: adopted from Bonsón and Ratkai, 2013a,b; Bonsón et al., 2016. 
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significant effect on engagement rates. The result for entertaining con
tent contradicts Bazi et al. (2020) and Yu (2014) who state that enter
taining content can lead to engagement behaviour. One possible reason 
for the difference could be due to the current SM landscape, where 
companies are constantly adding new entertaining content, and audi
ences are forced to adapt quickly. Given the considerable time that au
diences spend online, particularly during the pandemic, the influx of 
new ‘entertaining’ content can cause ‘content overload’ or feelings of 
being overwhelmed known as SM exhaustion which leads to desensiti
zation and usage discontinuance (Bossio and Holton, 2019; Fu et al., 
2020). Another possible reason could be that entertainment value is 
often a subjective opinion that depends on individual preferences and 
the company's ability to create quality content with high entertainment 
value. Meanwhile, the lack of stakeholder engagement towards ‘CSR’ 
posts could be explained by the current plethora of CSR claims by 
companies which contradicts the incidents of organisation misconduct 
within the maritime sector. Hence, stakeholders could become doubtful 
of the extent to which companies can live up to their claims, resulting in 
skepticism towards their CSR initiatives (Skarmeas and Leonidou, 
2013). 

Regarding the effects of MRT variables in Model 2, ‘Vividness’ (b1 =

0.162, p < 0.05) and ‘External links’ (b2 = 0.204, p < 0.05), are positive 
and significant. Hence H4 and H6 are accepted. However, the effect of 
‘Hashtag’ (b3 = 0.058, p > 0.05) is insignificant and ‘Word length’ (b4 =

− 0.033, p > 0.05) is insignificant and negative. Hence H5 and H7 are 
rejected. 

The findings revealed that both higher levels of ‘Vividness’ and the 
presence of ‘External links’ significantly influence stakeholder engage
ment. The results of ‘Vividness’ is well supported by Viglia et al. (2018) 
and McShane et al. (2019), which suggest that higher levels of vividness 
aid in the conveyance of the intended message. Additionally, the find
ings from Surucu-Balci et al. (2020) also support that ‘External links’ 
have provided greater fluency of message, which leads to higher levels 
of stakeholder engagement. 

However, other variables such as ‘Hashtag’ and ‘Word length’ did not 
have a significant influence on stakeholder engagement. The case for 
‘Hashtag’ was explained by Pancer and Poole (2016), wherein the usage 
of hashtags may result in an opposite effect towards engagement as 
hashtags reduce visual clarity, which requires more effort to translate 
the symbols. Parallel to this argument, McShane et al. (2019) explained 
that hashtags and difficulty in the text decrease engagement. Similarly, 
‘Word length’ yielded insignificant results. This contrasts with De Luca 

et al. (2022) who found word length influences the likes, comments, and 
shares garnered on SM. There could be several explanations for this 
discrepancy. Firstly, words have different definitions with varying levels 
of complexity. Moreover, the usage of overly complicated or abstract 
words is frowned upon in communications (Akin, 2020). Secondly, the 
level of clarity is affected by its structural organisation. Lastly, the 
meanings and interpretations can be impacted by various human factors 
including context, tone, and intention (Kreidler, 2002). 

The effects of the three PMT variables from Model 3, ‘Self-efficacy’ 
(b1 = 0.289, p < 0.05), ‘Severity’ (b3 = 0.13, p < 0.05) and ‘Vulnera
bility’ (b4 = 0.281, p < 0.05) are positive and significant. Hence H8a, 
H9a, and H9b are accepted. However, ‘Response efficacy’ (b2 = − 0.028, 
p > 0.05) is tested insignificant and negative hence, H8b is rejected. The 
results support this study's argument which suggests that posts with 
higher levels of ‘Self-efficacy’, ‘Severity’, and ‘Vulnerability’, do posi
tively influence stakeholder engagement. This is consistent with the 
findings that negative appeal messages are effective in inducing stake
holder engagement due to negative emotional arousal by increasing 
stakeholders' appraisal of threats (Zheng, 2020). ‘Self-efficacy’ content 
types were found to have a positive and significant effect on engage
ment. This is supported by existing literature which affirmed that a 
positive appeal message increases stakeholder engagement due to pos
itive emotional arousal through the increase of the coping appraisal of 
the threat (Casais and Proença, 2021). 

On the contrary, the ‘response efficacy’ eliciting content types was 
found to have an insignificant effect on stakeholder engagement. This 
result could be a reflection of the public's current sentiment towards 
COVID-19 protective measures. Such sentiments are associated with 
skepticism towards the effectiveness of these protective measures. 
Whether the sentiments are positive or negative depends on the indi
vidual government's level of response actions and may vary in intensity 
during different periods. Generally, the public in some Asian countries, 
such as Singapore, India, and South Korea, had more positive responses 
towards these protective measures (Lwin et al., 2022). However, in 
western countries adherence to COVID-19 protective measures has been 
met with skepticism, even causing panic in situations such as public 
authorities discouraging the use of masks and PPE (Nguyen et al., 2020). 
Furthermore, countries within the European Union have accelerated 
their moves to exit the pandemic with the removal of restrictions and 
‘unmasking’ as the people's frustrations continue to grow (Euro
barometer, 2022). Similar sentiments were echoed in America, where 
the support for vaccine mandates has dropped from 43 % to 53 %, and 

Table 5 
Hierarchical regression analysis using stakeholder engagement rate as an outcome criterion.   

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Hypothesis 

UGT MRT PMT 

Variables (i) bi Sig. bi Sig. bi Sig. 

Celebratory  0.173  0.003  0.163  0.005  0.182  0.002 H1a accepted 
Company  0.231  0.002  0.213  0.003  0.028  0.004 H1b accepted 
CSR  0.046  0.493  0.052  0.421  0.111  0.093 H1c rejected 
CTA  0.234  0.000  0.121  0.033  0.109  0.050 H1d accepted 
Entertaining  0.051  0.400  0.063  0.285  0.077  0.189 H2 rejected 
Relational  0.229  0.001  0.219  0.001  0.239  0.004 H3 accepted 
Vividness    0.162  0.000  0.187  0.000 H4 accepted 
Hashtag    0.058  0.203  0.036  0.428 H5 rejected 
External Link    0.204  0.000  0.211  0.000 H6 accepted 
Word length    − 0.033  0.473  − 0.28  0.534 H7 rejected 
Self-efficacy      0.2885  0.001 H8a accepted 
Response efficacy      − 0.028  0.670 H8b rejected 
Severity      0.13  0.016 H9a accepted 
Vulnerability      0.281  0.000 H9b accepted 
Model's summary statistics        

ΔF   8.939   7.022   5.367  
Sig. of ΔF   0.000   0.000   0.000  
R2   0.112   0.168   0.209  
ΔR2   0.112   0.056   0.041   

L.Y. Koh et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   



Technological Forecasting & Social Change 192 (2023) 122553

10

mask-wearing and social distancing have dropped from 52 % to 63 % 
(Monmouth University, 2022). Such negative sentiments could also be 
aroused by the publics' knowledge of protective measures, in the case of 
mRNA vaccines, a “fully vaccinated” reduces infection by 25 %, but 
infections and reinfection are still possible (Abraham, 2022; CDC, 2022). 

5. Conclusions 

With the addition of PMT, this study extends the knowledge of 
stakeholder engagement in the UGT and MRT literature. It bridges the 
knowledge gap between the types of SM content that appeal to stake
holders during a pandemic versus a usual business context. This is done 
by determining the effects of positive and negative appeal messages on 
SM stakeholder engagement as defined by PMT's coping and threat 
appraisal constructs. Currently, few studies have examined the stake
holder engagement rates of SM content for COVID-19 crisis manage
ment. As a result, the majority of these studies have focused on the usage 
of conventional communications theories such as UGT and MRT to in
fluence higher stakeholder engagement rates. Thus, the current study 
adds perspective by incorporating Protection Motivational constructs to 
examine their effects on stakeholder engagement. Hence, the combina
tion of the three theories provides a more comprehensive evaluation of 
the content types and characteristics of SM posts affecting stakeholder 
engagement in a pandemic. 

Another significant contribution of this study is attributed to the 
employment of a range of theories from different fields of study such as 
communications and health behavioural sciences, which gives a more 
in-depth analysis of content appeal in COVID-19 crisis management. The 
combination of these complementing theories of UGT, MRT, and PMT 
constructs was able to determine the effects of informational, enter
taining, relational, self-efficacy, response efficacy, severity, vulnera
bility, vividness, hashtags, word length, and external links on 
stakeholder engagement rates. These variables contribute to a medium 
effect size towards stakeholder engagement (R2 = 0.209) which is 
considerable in the context of behavioural sciences (Cohen, 1992). This 
result implies that the employment of these theories successfully 
improved the explanatory power of stakeholder engagement as opposed 
to the use of traditional communications theory used in the existing 
literature. Moreover, the results show the complementary relationship 
between the three theories as a total of nine out of fourteen variables 
yielded significant results. 

This paper also provides managerial implications for various orga
nisations within the maritime industry during the current global 
pandemic. As aforementioned, the benefits of using mainstream SM 
platforms particularly Facebook for stakeholder engagement are 
unparalleled. However, these benefits could only be realised if the SM 
posts can gather substantial stakeholder engagement. As such, this paper 
enables managers to determine what kinds of SM content and the 
characteristics of the posts would lead to higher stakeholder engage
ment in a pandemic, to maximise the potential benefits of SM as a 
management tool that allows for faster crisis recovery or even mitigate 
the negative effects of future crisis disruptions. 

First, the findings from the results show that certain content types 
under the UGT have a significantly stronger influence on stakeholder 
engagement. Such contents include relational and informational content 
consisting of celebratory news, company news, and offering additional 
information with the use of CTA. Hence, to raise stakeholder engage
ment and thereby the visibility of SM posts, it is recommended that 
organisations should create more informational posts regarding their 
management and the developments of the pandemic. Other forms of 
informational posts include celebratory news of their milestones and 
achievements during the pandemic. Additionally, the use of a direct CTA 
which provides users with additional informational sources would also 
enhance the engagement of stakeholders. It is also suggested that or
ganisations should create more relational content to increase stake
holder engagement, as relational content can provide higher levels of 

interactivity and emotional support, which is currently lacking due to 
the erosion of people's social fabric and increased isolation during this 
pandemic. 

An organisation's ability to provide unequivocal, concise, and 
consistent messaging in the case of communications and management is 
vital. Thus, the strategic use of media presenting higher degrees of 
vividness such as videos and gifs could significantly improve stakeholder 
engagement. With regards to the fluency of the message, the incorpo
ration of external links embedded in a post would also significantly 
provide better fluency and hence generate higher stakeholder 
engagement. 

Additionally, content types under the PMT consisting of posts that 
elicit self-efficacy, severity, and vulnerability were found to significantly 
affect stakeholder engagement. This study provides a list of recom
mended keywords (Table 3), that organisations should incorporate into 
their communications when constructing messages relating to coping 
and threat appraisal messages to increase stakeholder engagement. The 
use of such keywords raises both the threat and coping appraisal by 
individual stakeholders due to the respective negative and positive ap
peals towards the situation of the pandemic. 

Finally, this study highlights certain types of content that managers 
should be more mindful of or rather avoid, due to the lack of significant 
influence on stakeholder engagement rates. Firstly, the excessive posting 
of information about CSR news relating to COVID-19 could be mini
mised considering its proliferation in the current SM landscape, as it can 
arouse the skepticism of intentions among stakeholders. Second, 
although the use of content with higher vividness is encouraged, orga
nisations should be wary of the excessive use of it and also ensure the 
focus on the content quality and meaningful entertaining content rather 
than content for the sole purpose of entertainment. Hashtags should be 
used only when necessary as it does not show a significant effect on 
engagement rates. Rather than focussing on the reduction of the word 
length of posts, organisations should focus on ensuring clarity and 
coherence of their posts with the right use of words and proper struc
turing of their messages. Lastly, in spite of the positive emotional appeal 
of response efficacy eliciting messages, any further incentivization and 
promotion of COVID-19 protective measures should be minimised, as it 
does not raise coping appraisal of stakeholders perhaps due to the 
ongoing conflict with regards to public sentiments view on efficacies of 
these recommended protective measures, which often differ based on 
the geographical and situational context. 

There are several limitations to this study. First, these findings may 
not be applicable to all types of crisis events, as the results may differ 
based on the severity of each crisis. For a similar reason, the results may 
also differ across industries as the impacts of COVID-19 disruptions on 
each industry may differ significantly. This is because, the varying im
pacts of the disruption, can affect the types of content that arouse the 
appeal of stakeholders as a result of the different degrees of perceived 
coping and threat appraisal. The reasons behind such conclusions are 
because the sampled organisations in this analysis are based on only 
maritime organisations that are heavily impacted by COVID-19 disrup
tions, and the Facebook posts were filtered according to only COVID-19- 
related posts. Moreover, the list of recommended keywords under 
response efficacy identified in Table 3 (i.e. ‘Masks’), are related to 
COVID-19 protective measures. Therefore, these assumptions require 
further investigation. 

Another limitation of this paper is that the results were collected 
from 1st January 2020 to 31st July 2021. Naturally, some of the posts 
were posted during the early phases of the pandemic when people's fear 
and anxiety about the virus were high. As a result, the lower perceived 
threat of the currently stabilised condition of COVID-19, the level of 
engagement with COVID-19 content posted in recent times may differ. 

Finally, the results in this study were limited to a single platform – 
Facebook. While the numbers of B2B organisations utilizing LinkedIn for 
SM engagement of stakeholders continue to increase, a future study 
could examine the same organisations on LinkedIn posts and compare 

L.Y. Koh et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   



Technological Forecasting & Social Change 192 (2023) 122553

11

them against the results from Facebook or other SM platforms. 
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